Simplified treatment of postoperative mediastinitis.
Wound infection after median sternotomy for cardiac or thoracic surgery is a serious complication. A variety of treatment plans have been advocated, and there is lack of agreement regarding the best treatment method. We present our results in patients with mediastinitis who have been treated in a simple, consistent manner. We reviewed our experience with 40 consecutive patients with mediastinitis who were treated between January 1995 and May 2003 with a single-stage treatment consisting of sternal and soft tissue debridement and wound closure over mediastinal tubes with continuous irrigation and drainage. Tubes were placed posterior to the sternum in all patients and were irrigated continuously for at least 7 days with antibiotic or antibacterial solution. Systemic antibiotics were selected based on culture and sensitivity data and were administered for 2 to 6 weeks. All patients with mediastinitis treated in this manner survived. Of the 40 patients, 38 achieved complete healing of the wound without further operative intervention or major complication. One patient had recurrent infection and required sternal resection and advancement of muscle flaps. One patient had a residual localized focus of chondritis and underwent limited resection of cartilage. In this series of patients with postoperative mediastinitis, a simplified approach consisting of wound debridement, reclosure over drains, and anterior mediastinal irrigation has been an effective treatment. The results we have achieved suggest that this technique may be a suitable option for treating this condition.